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My Reflections on Building a
Learning Community in a Language Arts Classroom:
Leaps Forward and a Few Steps Back!!
ARTICLE BY CATHY

McBRIDE

Life in classrooms is an intense social
experience. For six hours a day, week after
week, month after month, one teacher and
anywhere from twenty-two to thirty-four
students (sometimes more) live together in a
space the size of a large living room ...
Sometimes learning about reading, social
studies, and math is pushed to the side
because the complex problems of living together
cannot be worked out.
- Ralph Peterson

classroom experience. My room was always
filled with students whose names I couldn't
remember until December. Personal
interaction with 182 students was time
prohibitive. Building relationships, especially
with the quiet ones who slipped into the back
rows, didn't happen. I had lots of questions.
How could I help kids like Mike build a voice
in his writing when I didn't have a chance to
ever hear Mike's voice? Why couldn't our kids
connect to me, to the other students, to
someone?
What we were learning also struck a chord
with me personally. I remembered my recent
summer visit to my mother's brother and
father's sister. I loved to hear their stories and
I wanted to share mine with them. I felt safe
entering my family community and I felt
welcomed. But I don't always sense such a
warm reception when I attempt to enter a less
personal realm such as work or school or a
social setting.
I thought about my own classroom,
examining what sort of an atmosphere I have
created. If the environment within my
classroom matches that of the family
community where I felt so comfortable, then
couldn't those who enter my classroom feel
eager to ask questions, to learn from the
wisdom and knowledge of others, to share
concerns about the changes they are
experiencing, and to ask advice about
decisions that they are facing? When my
students try to stretch out beyond themselves
to share their innermost selves, then couldn't
that same natural interaction that occurs
within a family community take place when
the conditions of a family community are
matched?

Introduction
The concept of COMMUNI1Y has held a
prominent place in my thoughts, words and
actions since the summer of 1994. It was
during that time that members of the Monroe
MEI.AF Demonstration Site named
"community" as the theme, process, focus for
content, and the umbrella under which we
would demonstrate the English Language Arts
Content Standards and Benchmarks.
Teachers at the Monroe Demonstration Site
studied Life in a Crowded Place by Ralph
Peterson, and discussed how an atmosphere
of community affects the quality of classroom
learning. Preparing to implement the newly
created content standards, the Monroe
teachers agreed with Peterson that

creating a community - bringing students
together and keeping them together - is
the most vital aspect of a teacher's work.
Without it, real learning cannot take place...
If we were to build an' integrated language
arts program in line with MELAF's content
standards, we felt that our classrooms first
needed to be learning communities. What we
were learning rang true based on my
MICHIGAN LITERACY CONSORTIUM JOURNAL
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must be a learning community. Language is
the basic thread holding members of
communities together through listening,
speaking, reading, and writing. Language
serves human beings to satisfy their basic
needs, to have interaction with each other,
and to function in a community. The language
arts are social and must be learned in a social
climate.
In A Community of Writers, Smoky Daniels
sees literacy as a social phenomenon:

the research has reminded us, among
other things, that most linguistic learning
is not solitary at all, but profoundly social,
arising out of a rich and complex web of
immediate, living needs, purposes,
meanings, and relationships. (47)

Part I: Research
We know now that the way human
beings learn has nothing to do with being
kept quiet. It has to do with our desire to
make sense of our experience, to join with
others, to become apart of a community.
- Peterson, 2-3

At his Walloon Institute, Daniels talks about
how young children learn how to talk through
the social interaction with the parent when
nestled into the lap of the parent hearing their
favorite story read and reread over and over.
The toddler coos and babbles and the parent
smiles and praises the child. The child is not
criticized for error in eloquence; instead the
child's effort is accepted and applauded.
Daniels also speaks to the purpose children
have for joining in such social interaction with
their parents:

As I read Ralph Peterson, I recognized the
benefits of building community within the
language arts classroom. I wanted to know
more. I wanted to know what I was doing right
and what I was doing wrong according to the
experts. I started to research what other
experts were saying about building
community.
Current research by Ralph Peterson,
Kathryn Au, and Harvey Daniels helped me to
determine that the bridge to learning is a
classroom functioning as a learning
community: a type of a family, a rich climate
where nurturing and caring about others is
important. Teacher and students feel safe and
trusted in a learning community. They know
that their differences will not only be tolerated, they will be celebrated. Members of a
learning community value each other as
sources of information, where each comes
with a wealth of background, and where each
offers a source of support and encouragement. Students are empowered and responsible for their learning, which is facilitated and
guided, not controlled, by their teacher.
From what I was reading, it seemed that
every classroom should be a learning
community, where children's experiences are
connected to their personal lives. But most of
all it seems that the language arts classroom
MICHIGAN LITERACY CONSORTIUM JOURNAL

Children don'tjoin in such experiences
with the hope of acquiring linguistic skill;
they join in them because they are
meaningful, useful, and fun . ... the social
context is not just the setting for language
growth, but its cause and its means ...
Whether you are conscious of it or not,
your classroom is a fertile social context
for literacy learning. And if linguists are
right that the social context is the driving
force behind literacy acquisition, then the
social context of your English/languagearts classroom is the most powerful and
important variable you can experiment
with. (48-51)
But how can a conscientious teacher turn a
classroom into a learning community? Where
does a teacher start? Kathryn Au says that
teachers should have clear goals and strong
beliefs about teaching and learning and
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should allow the procedures they use to
manage their classrooms to grow from their
goals and beliefs. Since the community
depends on successful teacher-student and
student-student relationships, Au
recommends that the responsibility be shared
by students anxious for challenging and
rewarding literacy activities. Au cautions,
however, that before the teacher and students
can come together in a community, the
teacher must win the students' respect and
ensure their willingness to cooperate.
However, before such collaboration can take
place, building blocks are placed beginning on
the first day of school. Consistent and routine
procedures must be introduced one at a time,
and expectations must be make clear to the
students. Au says that the deliberate
systematic approach to establishing
classroom routines generally takes six weeks
or longer, but that the initial investment in
time is rewarded as the year goes on.

not effective. Kids didn't want to write; they
couldn't find topics on their own, and moaned
when I assigned a topic. They weren't reading
on their own, and I saw no transfer from the
studies of skills to applications of same. I was
searching.
After being selected as a demonstration site
In the fall of 1994, the MELAF team members
from Monroe began to study Ralph Peterson's
approach to learning communities in Life in a
Crowded Place. As we read, we asked
ourselves "what it means to be a member of a
community," and we thematized concepts of
communities. We compared a living
community to a classroom. We talked about
how communities have names, and how a
classroom community could select a class
name. We added that communities have
members and how a classroom could build a
community directory with a picture and a
biography of each student. We talked about
how communities have rules and how
classroom students could establish a "bill of
rights" for classroom procedures and
etiquette. We talked about the language and
terms that communities use, and how
students could identify their own jargon. We
talked about how communities often come
together to share food, and how a classroom
could center on foods of communities and
share foods. We talked about how
communities have newspapers, and how a
learning community could have its own
newsletters. We talked about how
communities have personalized logos, and
how a classroom could have its own design
and logo, and place them on T-shirts.
In preparation for the school year, I set the

Part II: First Steps and Reflections
In retrospect, I wonder if my first attempt to
create a learning community within my
language arts classroom was successful.
My undergraduate certificate was not yet
five years old when I decided to build a spirit
of community. I had learned direct lessons
well. I knew Madeline Hunter forward and
backward. I knew how to check for
understanding and I knew how to test. I was
taught to make inquiry and how to question. I
knew classroom management. I was taught to
write names on boards and add or subtract
points for behavior. I learned to make
contracts with students. I learned how to
teach classroom rules. I knew everything in
1990. Everything, except how to show kids I
trusted them; how to show them that I had
high expectations for them; how to release the
responsibility of their learning back to them;
how to make a "direct" lesson fun and
meaningful and purposeful. By instinct I had
found answers to those questions in my own
way, using my own intuition. The first few
years of the nineties, I built a mutual sense of
love and caring and trust with my kids.
However, despite using the writing process I
still felt that my curriculum was boring and
MICHIGAN LITERACY CONSORTIUM JOURNAL
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that leap, our classroom growth towards
building a classroom community of lifelong
learners would be static.

Part III: A Few Steps Backward
Before talking about my regrets and then
sharing some really exciting activities that
went well, I need to discuss room size and
class size. One hundred and twenty-one
students walked into my classroom every day.
When I moved into a new room, changed
because of "team" teaching, there was not
room in the classroom for more than a filing
cabinet, thirty-two desks, an overhead, and
my desk - nothing more. I had to get rid of a
computer, a "bean-bag" chair, a book case, a
podium for student speaking, and my wellknown rocking chair
But my old traditional attitudes towards
classroom management came with me. Just
reading Peterson, Au and Daniel didn't make
community just happen. I had to move old
practices and habits out the door. One of my
"regrets," and one way I prevented the very
community spirit I attempted to build, was
room arrangement. I wanted the students
comfortable for peer conferencing, so in
September I arranged the desks in large
groups of six. Within two days a few students
in each group, identified to be "problems,"
were moved. The school social worker
mentioned to me that a group of "six" was
probably too large to be effective, so I changed
the room arrangement again. I kept switching
groups, in desperation to find an arrangement
where the kids would be quiet and actually
work. I was dedicated to the position that I
would not go into straight rows of desks
again. I tried five, six, seven arrangements. I
tried placing desks in rows in a large
rectangle, rows facing each other, a large
circle, anything but what I knew would signal
the old norms. I gained a reputation for chief
desk re-arranger. Tradition taught me that
straight rows would produce students who
worked more and talked less. Research taught
me that students needed to conference. I was
stressed and tired of interrupting every
sentence from my mouth with a plea for the
students to quit talking.
In early October I wrote in my journal, "I

building blocks for developing a community
classroom according to what I had read and
was learning. The room was arranged in
groups of desks; when students entered they
saw a 15' bulletin board showing a
community with a banner "We are a
community of readers and writers"; we had a
team name, "Let's Peace It Together"; we had
a mural painting with the team logo; we wrote
a team picture biography; we wrote regular
volumes of a team newsletter; we ate food
together; we selected a team T-shirt; we went
on field trips together; we looked at literature,
discussed writing pieces and had mini-lessons
on Monday and Tuesday; writing workshop
was on Wednesday and Thursday, and
"pleasure reading" was done on Friday; we
read many pieces of literature and held many
discussions on samplings of literature from
different communities; we worked together on
a large research inquiry project about
communities; we held conferences discussing
their portfolios; and we had dialogue through
their journals.
Lots of good things happened in my
classroom in 1994-95, and we made progress
towards building community; however, I am
not sure I followed Peterson, Daniel, and Au's
advice completely, and I did not let all of my
procedures grow from my goals and beliefs.
Although I have some regrets, I took great
strides towards opening the classroom
curriculum to what I believe to be "best
practice." The result did not meet my
expectations and certainly was not a
"Peterson" classroom. I really believe that I
took a leap forward this year, but also I fell a
few steps backward. However, had I not taken
MICHIGAN LITERACY CONSORTIUM JOURNAL
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think that the writing workshop is better with
rows of chairs, using four corner conference
areas. Later, maybe I can find room to group
them for responsive conferencing. I would
prefer they work at tables of four for
prewriting, but I am not sure that I can
handle the goof-off behavior that some are
doing now."
I succumbed. I moved them into rows. As
expected, the talking eased, but the writing
did not improve. I was torn: I wanted to follow
Atwell's model, but I wasn't able to make that
always happen.
I had other problems at building
community. I learned from Kathryn Au that
the teacher begins with demonstration and
modeling of expected behaviors. I wanted to
do that. I planned to do that; I didn't. I
skipped one of the most essential components
- TEACHING EXPECTATIONS. Since the
students had not been instructed about the
expected behaviors during group activities,
and had not seen what the procedures of peer
conferencing and peer groups look like, they
responded exactly the way a teacher might
expect- their way. I started out teaching and
demonstrating how the paper flow would work
in our "Atwell Workshop" and what students
should do with drafts when they wanted a
"teacher-edit," for example, but I got excited
about the workshop and I was anxious for it
to take off. I skipped over group activity. As a
result, many students were "off-task" and
others offered little or no constructive
criticism to their peer's drafts.
The noise continued, and the students often
abused the chance to work together. Every
day they went off to a corner to conference,
and later I found them doing anything but.
Conferencing often seemed to be an excuse to
play. I was so desperate for the kids to work
well together, that I did away with the peer
groups and conferencing all together.
However, in many cases, I still saw
improvement in the kid's work. Perhaps they
anticipated a critical au?ience and worked
more diligently, or perhaps more positive
response was taking place than I was aware
of. Their writing finals were much improved
over the first pieces of the year. Although done
in crude fashion, and often not done at all,
MICHIGAN LITERACY CONSORTIUM JOURNAL

peer conferencing made a difference.
The kids must have recognized the value of
the community collaboration, because they
would risk wrath and sneak together to share
their writing anyway. When I looked at their
drafts, the students' papers would have three
signatures, indicating that three different
readers had previewed their drafts before they
gave them to me for teacher edit. Somehow
they were passing drafts around in silence. It
seems ironic, because they must have known
writing workshop works; I believed it works.
Why didn't it always work? Would it have
helped to demonstrate and model?
Kathryn Au (1993) says "yes" and she uses
examples of a fourth grade teacher's
experiences to demonstrate the building
blocks of establishing the literate community.
Her example speaks of the teacher
demonstrating what she wants students to do,
then asks them to carry out the activity by
working in pairs (peer conferencing, note
taking, and responding in a literature log).
After students have worked in pairs for several
weeks, they do the same activities in
cooperative groups of three or four.
I didn't recognize the natural group
processes students go through as part of a
group or make the distinction between what
Daniels calls task and maintenance activity.
He defines "task" work as:

... anything people do that is directly
connected to the formal and official
purpose of the group itself ... Off task
behavior is called 'maintenance,' in the
sense of its being socio-emotional or
interpersonal activity that maintains
people's ability to work together ...
19
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power of communication. Ralph Peterson calls
it dialogue where:

... constructing meaning is a primary
concern . . . Conversation is combustible
and can take off in an unanticipated
direction without notice. Dialogue, on the
other hand, has a focus, and participants
joinfor the purpose of understanding,
disclosing, and constructing meaning . ...
Requiring thoughtful listening and
responding, ... the challenge to teachers is
to build a community in which students
will attend perceptively to one another and
care for what the other person thinks and
feels. (103-108)

gossiping, moving furniture, borrowing
pencils from each other, discussing rules of
behavior, dividing up tasks to be done, ...
and so forth. (52,53)

I had more trouble building friendship with
the students this year than ever before,
ironically, since this was my first year at
attempting to build community. It was very
difficult to maintain dialogue with individual
students in five large classes of 33 members.
Adolescents seem to know when the teacher is
attempting thoughtful listening and can easily
stretch even Harvey Daniels' definition of
"maintenance" activity.
Although the middle school concept is more
conductive to building relationships that
follow into dialogue, I think that I erred when
I listened to experienced teachers telling me to
be firm at first and then lighten up a little
later. I knew that I needed improved
classroom management and I felt that
perhaps I had been too lax in discipline in
previous years. I obviously didn't consider the
true meaning of community when I listened to
those teachers. I am angry with myself for not
realizing that what my classroom really
needed was trusting, caring, and nurturing,
and that being more of a disciplinarian was
sending mixed messages to my students. The
kids reacted to my authoritarian manner and
were quieter than in previous years. However,
whenever I attempted to loosen up later, the
kids seemed to respond poorly and go wild.
When I attempted to go to them to collaborate
and co-produce meaning in dialogue, my
efforts to nurture were incongruous with the
"drill sergeant" demeanor. I had certainly
sabotaged my efforts to build community.
But I was struggling with tradition:

Daniels offers suggestions for nurturing
group development in order to teach writing.
First, he says, they must exhaust
interpersonal issues. He suggests that
teachers not " expect too much too soon, or
shuffle groups too often. It takes time before
individual students feel safe enough to share
deeply felt, highly personal writing with the
whole class in oral reading." He continues,
"But we must accept that the fundamental
task of the first stage in group work is socioemotional growth and so we must concentrate
on devising structured activities - including
writing - that will allow students to
accomplish the developmental tasks of this
stage promptly and fully, so that they will
soon be ready to move on to the next" (61).
One of those activities that I used was my
own writing when the students are starting to
write. It worked to ease the transition for
students from maintenance activities to on
task activities in our classroom. I used the
overhead to model how I might start
prewriting and drafting. My writing often
prompted others to write. Sometimes the less
creative used my examples instead of
venturing on their own, but more often, the
modeling ensured creativity. Often, when I
asked them to journal, I too would sit down
and write. As soon as I started writing, chaos
seemed to cease and students started writing.
I suppose that my biggest disappointment
with this year's effort at building a learning
community within our classroom was in the
MICHIGAN LITERACY CONSORTIUM JOURNAL
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traditions from my years as a student four
decades ago, tradition from my children's
school days; and tradition from my
undergraduate training. Although I wanted to
acknowledge their need for social interaction, I
couldn't block the realization that the kids
weren't all working. For example, when I was
trying to focus in conference with one student
I couldn't help but notice students playing on
the other side of the room. My attention was
diverted and my composure quickly
evaporated. My patience wilted and to avoid
anger with the kids, I dropped the activity.

One of the student's favorite activities in
our learning community was the team
newsletter, titled "Peace It Together." The team
has a "choice" class, which was the last hour
of the day and an opportunity for enrichment
or remediation. Students spent one nine-week
marking period with each of the four team
teachers, exposed to four different "Choice"
opportunities. I elected to teach about
newspapers in my choice class and the team
decided on a newsletter. I imposed little
direction on the papers, except to help them
get organized in the beginning of the marking
period. Each class selected their own leaders
(editors) and they ran the newsletter. Their
democratic process for selecting editors and
choice of working positions demonstrated
conflict management, excitement, and
enthusiasm. They decided what articles or
features to include and who to interview. They
discussed news worthiness, timeliness, and
appropriateness. They wrote about team
activities, sports, favorite music, and movies,
problems and upcoming events, and the usual
middle school topic, "advice for the lovelorn."
Through their own planning and
implementation, I witnessed planning, writing,
interviewing, decision making, creative
thinking, and a beautiful finished product.
Each newsletter was widely read and students
were highly praised for their work. I watched a
learning classroom community at work and I
learned from my students, who were empowered for their own learning. Those students were not only a link to their school community, but also a community of their own.
One of the best activities to build
community within my classroom was through
what I call "Independent Studies." I have also
heard this approach called an "Inquiry
Classroom." The kids inquired about and
researched their chosen topic. They shared
their information with their peers and often
students were able to provide additional
resources. They often interviewed each other
and did research on other members of the
school and community. Not only were they
doing library research, they were also
investigating community resources such as
local, state, and national organizations and
businesses.

Part IV Leaps Forward
Perhaps we didn't achieve what Peterson
calls a "caring place" to match my
expectations, but our language arts classroom
became a learning community in many ways
with the help of several activities. One of the
ways that we built community was started
early in the year with the pictorial biography
of each member. Using each stage of the
writing process, each student was engaged in
this integrated language arts activity. Even
the resistant writers participated, pressed
with a concern for each team member to be
represented. They didn't want to be responsible for anyone being left out of the community. I took pictures of each student, the
assistant principal, and the team teachers.
Each student interviewed a member of the
team and some also interviewed the teachers,
principal and counselor. They asked questions
about the students' interests, family,
birthplace, and activities. After they worked
on the interview questions, they tried to zoom
in on some unusual or unique features they
learned while questioning their partner.
When the biographies were drafted, the kids
shared their writing and gave an approval for
publishing. Jason designed a cover with the
team name and decorative logo design. The
pictures were added to the biography with
captions, along with many other interesting
graphics, and the directqry was published.
Each member of the community had a
pictorial biography to help them get to know
one another. We shared the team directories
with the parents during open house and
eighth grade celebration.
MICHIGAN LITERACY CONSORTIUM JOURNAL
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Overall, lots of learning took place during
the independent studies. Students seemed to
realize that they needed certain skills and
knowledge to accomplish their own purposes
and they searched for answers to their own
questions. Since they were invested in their
own learning, my classroom management
problems dwindled.
Assessment? Their activities and products
matched and demonstrated the English
Language Arts Content Standards. They were
given a rubric early in the project and I
monitored and documented their progress
with a variety of notes and checklists, and
asked the students to assess their own
academic and affective growth. It was soon
apparent that Michigan's instructional
outcomes had been met.

They gathered materials and applied what
they had learned to making a product of art,
music, video, writing, metal, foods, etc. They
worked, laughed, and created together in the
classroom and at home. One student, for
example, had several others over to his home
as they turned his basement into a film studio
and his hound, Penny, into a film star. He had
written the script and the group spent many
evenings and weekends with every intention of
earning an Oscar.
They also published their findings in an oral
and written product. The written report, using
note cards, outlines, and a bibliography was
in research format. All the time they were
learning the logical MLA steps in research
writing. Students also shared their
information and conclusions with the class in
a short talk. Although the independent
studies were structured with expectations and
format, the direction, topic, and focus of the
inquiry was entirely the choice of the
students. They worked at their own pace
making phone calls, writing letters for
information, making interviews and
inspections of sources outside of the
classroom.
Most students truly enjoyed the freedom
and autonomy throughout this project. They
were given passes to leave the school grounds
if they must get interviews or take photos
outside of the building. They were free to work
together with other classmates to gain insight
and input from peers. They also worked on
their products within the classroom and were
often busy building, cutting, and pasting. I
was even tolerant of the classroom noise
because I enjoyed watching them engaged and
working
A few of the "A" students didn't like working
independently, however. They asked for the
old ways back with instructions, assigned
topics, and worksheets. Some seemed
uncomfortable working and thinking on their
own; they seemed disoriented arriving at their
own parameters. Maybe they knew the old
ways of earning "A's" and they were good at it.
Some of the "at-risk" students took off for the
first time all year. They spent hours in the
library and finally demonstrated an interest in
learning.
MICHIGAN LITERACY CONSORTIUM JOURNAL

What's in the Future?
I hope to extend the research classroom
outside to community service. Perhaps the
students can inquire about projects, tasks, or
needs of Monroe and then develop plans to
implement service to the community.
Watching them enjoy working towards their
own learning convinces me that the kids are
more than "ready." If our goal is to integrate
the language arts curriculum and to work at
interdisciplinary curriculum objectives where
students are reading, writing, listening, and
speaking, in every classroom, then providing
authentic opportunities and getting things
done in the community go hand in hand. As
students do important and valued work, they
learn. When the job is done well, they have
the deep satisfaction of knowing they have
contributed.
I hope to continue building a classroom of
students committed to learning, sharing,
trusting, and caring members. I am happy
and proud that I took that leap forward. My
work has just started, but my visions for the
future of today's kids is so encouraged
through community building that I know I am
on the right tract and that we will succeed.
Cathy McBride is an eighth grade language
arts teacher at Monroe Junior High School.
Cathy serves as a member of the Monroe
Demonstration Site for MEI.AF. She can be
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